The Dre ami ng B e ast by Lee Chang-dong Translated by Heinz Insu Fenkl T he mule is gone, thought Taegi. I'll never see him again.
His fingers shook as he unbuttoned his pants, and he leaked a few drops before he was quite ready. Facing the tall smokestack of the Slurpy Bar factory across the open sewer, he spewed his piss, his body trembling all the while.
Twilight stretched itself across the sky above the factory. Taegi closed his eyes. That scarlet light-the same glossy sheen of the mule's back when it was brushed, scrubbed, and combed-would vanish without a trace if he opened his eyes to look.
Slowly the scarlet changed into a deep purple, the color of the dried and clotted blood trailing from the mule's dead body. The city was swallowing everything up into its dark abyss once again-the smoke shooting out of the factory smokestack was spreading like ink in water, blotting out the sunset.
Taegi didn't even think of buttoning his pants. He stared vacantly up at the smokestack that rose high into the sky. It stood tall and firm whenever he happened to see it. Taegi looked down at his penis, as if to compare, but it must have been insecure from the start, buried there in his pubic hair, so small and stubby it was nearly invisible. It just lay there inert, shriveled like the remnants of a plucked pepper. The open sewer was thick with the factory's wastewater. It got the runoff from the dye factory at Sangryo and sometimes it flowed a brilliant yellow, or as red as a virgin's period. The water was black and murky now. Last summer a six-year-old kid had drowned in it.
The people in the projects spent all night searching, but the child was never found.
The projects-that was what they called the houses that stretched along the bank of the sewer. After a major manufacturing plant moved in on the other side of town, the civic authorities had relocated the people who lived there and put them here in houses made of cement brick. Low and flat, following the sewer-at first glance they looked like a species of long beetle, and if you looked closer, they looked like dead, crumbling shells; and the peopleevery possible species of them-lived in the projects in hordes, like ants marching in and out to consume the beetles' dessicated remains, and Taegi, a part-timer in the city sanitation department, was one of them.
Across the open sewer, an enormous industrial site was being constructed. Each day, garbage trucks would speed down the roadway along the sewer bank, relay after relay, dumping their loads in the vacant lot not yet occupied by the factory. The garbage covered the fields and paddies with shocking speed. The city was like an obese animal that shed its fur each day, or an old man with intestinal problems puking up everything he had eaten. Taegi worked for the city, loading and hauling that garbage. Twice a day, he led the mule from one side of the city to the other, sweeping and collecting. From where he happened to be-at the garbage dump, or in one of the many partitioned units in the projects-Taegi watched the tall buildings raise their shining heads high above the pale dust at dawn. He saw the fantastic explosions of dust at midday, and at night he heard the breathtaking throbbing sounds of the factory machines.
Now he was about to take his leave of all those things. He slowly shuffled in the direction of the levy road, which was gradually growing dark.
A drunk staggered toward him down the path, mumbling something unintelligible. As he got closer, Taegi realized it was the words of a song.
Yesterday, when we made love, We become one for the very first time-"What's this?" The man stopped and brought his face up close under Taegi's chin, stinging his nostrils with the reek of liquor.
"Brother Kim, right? Where are you headed?" Taegi recognized his laugh. It was very familiar, but much to his regret, he couldn't immediately place who this person was. "Come on, it's me. Me! Don't you recognize me?" He unfastened a few shirt buttons, half exposing his chest, which was flushed from the liquor. His hair was cut short like a draftee's.
It was probably the close-cropped hair that made him hard for Taegi to recognize. But now that he tilted his head back, just the slightest bit, and raised a hand toward his hair as if to brush a long strand away from his face-that habitual gesture made Taegi take a closer look at his face. wearing garish Hawaiian shirts and pants that hugged his ass. He worked at the Slurpy Bar factory, and all he did from the beginning of the work day was flirt with the female employees. Whenever a girl his age happened to walk by, he wasn't happy until he had stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled to his heart's content.
Taegi was more than familiar with the sound of Kidong's pop songs carrying across the sewer embankment at night.
Kidong wore his hair long. It was his great pride-glossy and stylishly flipped back. Whenever he had a spare moment, the first thing he did was take out his hand mirror so he could admire his hair.
"So, brother, what's your business out here? It's nearly dark. "
Kidong swayed back and forth, grinning and laughing as if to prove he was drunk. He had an unusual grin, one side of his lip curled up in a sneer, subtly exposing his teeth, one eye squinted shut. It was something he had designed especially to use on the female workers at the Slurpy Bar factory but-perhaps to keep in practice-he used it on everybody. "You look like an entirely different person, " said Taegi.
"Oh, " Kidong replied glumly, his energy suddenly gone. "You mean this hair? These things happen. " Once again, he tilted his bead back and made the sweeping gesture with his hand, as if his hair were still long.
"Let me buy you a drink, " he said, pulling Taegi by the arm. "I'll buy you a drink to celebrate getting my hair cut today. "
Taegi did not decline. He walked in whichever direction Kidong was leading him. He hadn't intended to tell anyone in the projects that he was leaving, but now that he' d run into Kidong, he didn't see any particular reason to shake him off.
The street converging with others at the entrance to the bridge was already brightly illuminated-the streetlights had come on.
With the windfall of industry, the place was suddenly booming: a theater, a tailor shop, a clothing store, a butcher, a beauty salon, a café, a real estate office, and even an employment office, all clustered there. Occasionally the headlights of a car flashed quickly by; light flowed out of the stores lining the street; people staggered out of the drinking establishments, arms flapping in the air-and sometimes they were all lit up, rushing toward your eyes, or spinning in circles.
The whole street, now that alcohol had begun to flow, was properly intoxicated, humming, feeling good. He may just be a dead animal, but he deserves to be identified properly. Please write that he was a mule. "
• "That's really sad, " Kidong said with an appropriately sympathetic expression. "He was like part of the family in the projects. Why do you suppose he suddenly ran out in front of a truck? He didn't really go crazy, did he?" "Hey, let's leave it alone now, all right?" "It means your meal ticket is gone, doesn't it? But then you also get to leave this place. Well, in either case . . . " A food vendor was parked along the street; Kidong pulled Taegi toward the tent wagon.
"I can't just send you off quietly, without even a drink, can I? If you're not gonna drink on a day like today, then when? Don't worry about it. There's a train first thing in the morning, and don't you worry about missing it. " Kidong pulled the canvas flap aside and entered first. Taegi grabbed Kidong's little finger with one hand and yanked it down. "He wasn't underdeveloped. He just couldn't reproduce. " "It's the same thing, isn't it? I once saw them castrate a pig when I was out in the country and it was so awful I couldn't bear to watch.
But they say that after it's cut off, the pig gets fatter and the meat tastes better. So I guess you never know. You learn, but sometimes you don't understand. "
The carbide flame flickered and danced in the wind. Kidong carefully picked up one of the soju glasses that was turned upsidedown on the counter. He peered inside, and continued, "If you really think about it, we're no different from the mule. "
The mule's penis was incredibly large. So large that it seemed not to be just a reproductive organ, but an organ designed especially for him. Taegi remembered how at times it would grow to an unbelievable length, as long as a warrior's sword you saw only in movies, so long its tip touched the ground; and he remembered the mule's eyes at those times, glowing like an oak tree in flames. His organ would grow abruptly, at the most unexpected times. "This happened at the factory. As you know, we make hot buns in winter and in summertime we make an ice cream pop called a Slurpy Bar or Slorpy Bar, whatever. . . .Well, a strange rumor was going around this past summer. The heat-it wasn't normal. It was enough to kill perfectly healthy people. "
Because of the heat wave, everyone ate Slurpy Bars. On the street, in their homes, at bus stops-people were sucking on them everywhere, and women especially liked them. Whenever Kidong saw some coltish girl sticking a Slurpy Bar in her mouth and shamelessly sucking on it, he couldn't help feeling naked. True, the Slurpy Bar was sweet and cool, but Kidong knew it was a cheap frozen product made of artificial ingredients that gave a passably sweet taste, mixed with plain water, and injected into a vinyl bag.
It was beyond belief, the huge number of Slurpy Bars that melted and disappeared into that huge number of mouths. But if you thought about the people of the city sucking away, it was as simple as this: they did it for the sweet taste and the coolness; it lingered momentarily inside the mouth before it was gone.
Whatever the reason, people wanted Slurpy Bars every summer, and sales were good for the factory. It ran 24 hours a day in two 12-hour shifts, and yet there were always complaints that the product was in short supply. Then a strange rumor started to circulate.
It was said that each day, some of the Slurpy Bars in the factory disappeared and piles of empty Slurpy Bar wrappers were found in the women's restroom. The rumor spread like a contagious disease, and soon there was no male factory worker that didn't know about it. That was how it used to be. But here, from the time he had started dragging the mule from one corner of the city to the other with white dust coating the rims of his nostrils, it had just wilted without a pulse. Taegi thought of himself as a cripple. A prick that can't stand has no use, and since his tool was useless, he was the most pitiful of cripples.
"Hey, since we already brought it up, how about one more?" Kidong's face grew redder and redder and his speech was less inhibited. "I also heard this at the factory. The old man who's the president of the company-he's got tons of money, the factory is running smoothly, his kids all got their turn going to America to study and now they're managing director and executive VP. What worries could he have? But like they say, there's no end to human greed. These days he keeps fresh young girls around himself all the time to enhance his vitality. Quality-assured fresh virgins. " Lee Changdong Azalea But when they reached the train station later, Taegi found his path blocked. The waiting room was so jammed with people that he and Kidong had to push a path between them to get inside. A crowd of campers, who looked to be about college age, had spread out so densely there was hardly room to place a foot between them.
Taegi realized it was Sunday-they had probably been camping at a nearby sightseeing spot and were on their way home. And now, though they were squatting on the floor waiting for their train, they still exuded the fresh energy of the mountain as they played their guitars, kept time clapping, and sang along. The small half-moon aperture of the ticket window was firmly shut. A sheet of white paper taped above it read, "Today's tickets sold out. " "Damn, it's just like they say, " Kidong complained as he watched the young girls clapping and laughing. "Every time you want to go somewhere, it's a market day. " "This isn't a market day, it's more like a celebration. " "If it's a party, then we're uninvited guests. " They looked at each other and laughed.
When Taegi saw the closed ticket window, he had had the strange feeling he already knew it would be like this. There was nothing he could to do but take the train the next morning.
They walked out of the station plaza as the speaker behind them announced departure times. "Where will you go now?" asked Kidong.
The light changed at the crossing and people walked out onto the street, but the two of them stood there. Shutters were coming down over the storefronts. The light had suddenly waned into darkness, and people hurried by.
"What wretched luck, huh? Are you going back to your place now?" "I'll spend the night here somewhere and take the first train in the morning, " said Taegi.
At the bus stop, people were running back and forth looking for their buses. On the wall hung a single picture cut from a calendar. An actress smiling, in a suggestive swimsuit that covered her anatomy in such a way that after a first look you would immediately have to look again, more carefully. They stared up at it vacantly, as if by agreement, because it was the only familiar thing in the room. The actress-she was so familiar they felt as if they were in her room;
and her naked smile-so gracious, telling them they could have anything they desired from her-quickly put them at ease with their private fantasies. Taegi knew exactly what he was supposed to do then, but he could not move his body. All those words, separated by thin partitions in his head, full of restless rustling sounds that came from some unknown place-suddenly they stopped and there was not a single sound.
"You want to hear about a dream I had?" the girl said as she lay there. "I had it last night. In the dream, you know, I wore really nice clothes. I was made up pretty and I was waiting for someone.
People were all making a big fuss-brushing my hair and fixing my makeup. The person coming to see me must have been some really handsome big shot. But I didn't know who it was. My heart was pounding. I was looking at my beautifully made-up face in the mirror, and I just waited for that guy to come quickly. And then I woke up. Isn't it strange?" To Taegi it sounded like the girl's voice came from a dim and distant place. Though he tried to drag his body up to the other side, he was sunk in the depths of the earth beyond the reach of hands.
His entire body was paralyzed, stiff-he couldn't move a finger.
He saw the image of the mule hit by the truck, sprawled out in the middle of the street. Even after death the mule's eyes were still open, gazing upwards as if he were dreaming. What was he dreaming? When he returned after lunch, he knew the mule was aroused again. The neighborhood brats were sitting around him laughing and giggling. His huge penis was stretched out to its full awesome length, long enough to touch the ground. He saw the kids put a long thing up to his penis. It looked like a pole, but by the time he realized it was a metal rod they had heated in a fire, it was too late. The mule raised his head and let out a terrifying shriek. In the darkness, Taegi felt around for her sheath, and into it he slipped his blade, so stiff it was on the verge of snapping.
• Taegi opened his eyes at first light. The interior of the tiny room was dimly lit by the morning sun. He could see the dark blotches on the wallpaper. The girl was still sleeping.
Taegi listened for a moment to the quiet sounds of the streetcars, people talking loudly, things he couldn't quite make out. "Are you really going?" asked Kidong.
